Introduction
Encounters with water shape the Middle English romances of The Awntyrs off Arthure and Sir Isumbras. In the latter, rivers and the 'Greek Sea' serve to distinguish separate sections of the narrative: the river marks the point at which the titular hero's family unit begins to break down, as his children are stolen by animals, while the beach of the sea marks the lowest point of his social power, as his wife is stolen from him by raiders, who beat him to a pulp before the eyes of his one remaining child. Yet this seashore also provides the space wherein Isumbras, through becoming a blacksmith and then a self-made knight, works his way back up the social hierarchy-an ascent culminating in his traversal of the Greek Sea itself, in order to reassemble his family and earn back his aristocratic power. In Awntyrs, the Tarn Wathelene (or Wadling) ties the actions of the romance's first episode-an encounter with an undead apparition-onto a specific spot in the real-world English landscape (a small lake in Cumberland). At the same time, this setting connects the text to a number of other Arthurian romances that also mention or take place near the tarn.
1 Taken together, these romances illustrate the range of ways in which Middle English romances use waterscapes to frame encounters with divine or supernatural forces, all while linking such episodes back to the complicated relationship of contemporary readers to realworld bodies of water.
This article, then, argues that the waterscapes in these two texts illustrate a latemedieval understanding of tarns, rivers, and seas as explicitly alien, yet intimately physical embodiments of divine power in the natural world. Water in these texts presents situations, characters, and powers that evoke associations with the divine (or the demonic) and dwarf the experiences and capabilities of even the most heroic human characters. Simultaneously, however, these same bodies of water push the texts towards explicit concentrations on familial bonds, especially those of parent-to-child 1 As Hahn (1995: 202) observes, this tarn 'was renowned out of all proportion to its size as a site for
Arthurian adventure', and is specifically mentioned in Awntyrs (l. 2), The Avowing of Arthur (ll. 131, 338) , and The Marriage of Sir Gawain (l. 32); it is also alluded to in descriptions of a setting in
Inglewood Forest for The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnelle (l. 16) and The Greene Knight (l. 493). Editions of all of these texts can be found in Hahn (1995) .
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and spouse-to-spouse. The literary waterscapes thus wash away the sediment of secondary interests in these narratives, leaving bare the central priorities of family and religious duty. While Awntyrs' encounter stands in many ways as remarkably unique in the romance tradition, particularly in terms of its anthropomorphic embodiment of the naturalistic and supernatural meanings attached to water in romances, Isumbras illustrates the more concentrated understandings of water common to many of the popular romances, tracing as it does the narrative of a family unit separated and then, through great trials, reunited. The latter text thus provides an apt example of how such popular texts sought to simplify the complex issues associated with water in Awntyrs. Yet these two romances share a pronounced focus on waterscapes as the manifestations of divine power that most directly demands an admission of the limitations of human control over the physical world, that places the fate of the central earthly bond-family-in the hands of nature. In effect, these episodes reverse the obsession with the demarcation, ownership, and inheritance of landed property that so permeates Middle English verse romances and instead reveal that liquid topographies upset such human categories. Water, then, turns the human body into its possession; the disturbing experience of that dehumanizing process should, these texts imply, wear the world, its history, and its bonds away, until even the greatest knights or ladies are left alone with watery forces beyond the pale of human understanding.
Awntyrs off Arthure was fairly popular for an alliterative romance, surviving in four manuscripts of the 15th-century (Hahn, 1995: 174-5) . 2 The poem presents two episodes roughly similar in length, both tied to King Arthur: in the first, a morning storm occurs during a hunt, leading Gawain and Guinevere to become separated from the rest of court. Coming upon the Tarn Wathelene, they encounter a ghost-corpse, 2 On the manuscript witnesses to the text, including romance collections and broader miscellanies, see Hahn (1995: 174-5 ) and especially Guddat-Figge's discussions of: Princeton University Library, MS Taylor 9 (the 'Ireland Blackburn MS'); Lincoln Cathedral Library, MS 91 (the 'Thornton MS'); London, Lambeth Palace Library, MS 491; and Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Douce 324 (1976: 131-2, 135-42, 226-8, and 292-5) . For a discussion of the popularity of the romance, as illustrated by its spread to a variety of different manuscripts produced well afield from the poem's presumably Carlisle-based origins, see for instance Lowe (1980: 199-200) .
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who turns out to be Guinevere's mother; after foretelling the fall of Arthur, she retreats back into the tarn, and Guinevere and Gawain rejoin the court. In the second episode, a tournament is held to settle a land dispute between a Scottish knight and Gawain; after a bloody fight, the Scottish knight yields, but joins the Round Table, and ends up with some of his lands at the end after all. Most critical readings have sought to explain how these seemingly disparate parts of the poem fit (or fail to fit) together.
3 Here, however, I shall focus exclusively on the scene at the tarn, so as to examine Awntyrs' complication of water's role in Middle English romance.
In this text, the very opening lines establish the connection between the narrative's legendary timeline and real-world setting, relating that, '[i] (Schiff, 2009: 100-27; 2011: 110-9) , and thus ' explor[ing] the significance of land to sovereignty' (Ingham, 2001: 180) or linking the text to patron Joan Neville, matriarch of the powerful English March lords centered at Carlisle in the early 15th-century (Allen, 1996; 2004) .
3 I focus primarily in my analysis of the text on this first half, as I am interested in close-reading the implications of its presentation of the tarn-space. Critical traditions have been divided as to whether the two episodes of the romance-an encounter with a ghost and then a tournament-should be read together or separately, with more recent studies leaning towards the former stance. For an overview of such concerns, and a convincing reading of the formal unity of the entire romance as an accomplished reliquary for both the Arthurian world and the genre of the alliterative romance, see Twu (2003) .
Despite my current concentration, however, I would suggest that the interests of Awntyr's initial scene in the ability of humans to define, own, and give meaning to land and waterscape features clearly carry over into the poem's second episode as well. 4 Unless otherwise noted, citations from The Awntyrs off Arthure are taken from Hahn (1995) and thus based on the Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Douce 324 variant. The passages used are cited by line number. Reference will at times be made to the comparative edition of Gates (1969) . In the spelling of the poem's title, though, I follow Gates and most other editors by including the final -e.
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In addition to ascertaining the poem's contemporary political context, critics have also explored the theological concerns that underpin the first episode especially. As the romance's most recent editor and others have noted, this first half of the poem draws heavily from the memento mori and 'impenitent death' traditions becoming increasingly widespread in the late 14th and early 15th centuries (Hahn, 1995: 169; Hanna, 1970: 286-7; Phillips, 1989: 51-2 and also von Nolcken (1993). 6 Radulescu also considers the figure of Guinevere's mother as one presented 'in typically medieval memento mori fashion', focusing on how the materiality of the corpse's description encourages the audience to consider the liminal boundary between the living and the dead (2016: 32). Additionally, Martin notes the importance of the visual memento mori context to the poem, in support of his argument that the poem as a whole ultimately defends the Christian legitimacy of a courtly, aristocratic lifestyle (2010: 178-80). 7 Klausner (1972) provides an overview of arguments linking Awntyrs to the Trental tradition, but also argues at length for the influence of a broader tradition of ghost-adulteress exempla in medieval English sermons. For a concise description of the different Middle English versions of the Trental, see further Haught (2010: 21, n. 18) . As Haught notes, the toads and serpents attached to the ghost's body could reflect the sins of lechery and pride, while also having associations with demons-all elements that fit well with the Trental tradition, although Haught goes on to argue that the complicated details of the Awntyrs account do not fall neatly into such easy categories, evoking so many different traditions that the reader is unable to land on one specifically to use in interpreting the scene (2010: 8-9). otherworldly myths and folk-legends of sunken cities, underwater church bells, and ghostly (or demonic) encounters associated with the tarn, which is featured in a large number of Arthurian (often Gawain) romances (Cox, 1974; Hanna, 1970; Hahn, 1995: 8 In addition to the secondary works already mentioned, see further: Walking (2003); Breeze (2000), (1999), and (1998); and Kelly (1979) . 9 Jost's (2012) reading of the spaces of this romance on a contrast of 'rural' tarn and 'urban' court, with the battlefield a space between, naturally focuses to a large extent on the events around the tarn as well. However, while she notes that the tarn was a real place, she characterizes it in the romance as both ' apart from the real world' (Jost, 2012: 591 ) and yet also a 'fairy territory, a land of frightening magical realism' (Jost, 2012: 592) , whose ' otherworldly nightmare' is 'realized' in the 'worldly horror' of the tournament fight from the second half of the poem, where she argues that the blood shed by the knights makes their place of battle into a marshy field reminiscent of the tarn (Jost, 2012: 603-4) . For an early version of some of these points, in service of a reading of Guinevere's mother as a marginal figure whose ' outsider' status allows her to assess Arthur's court, but condemns her warnings to be forgotten, see also Jost (2002: 134-42) . While I agree with Jost (2012)'s central claim that investigating descriptions of space is integral to understanding the poem, I focus instead on examining the tarn-mother as an anthropomorphic embodiment of human understandings of the naturalistic (as opposed to solely supernatural) tarn environment, and further how she serves as a bridge for audiences to relate their own experiences to those of the romance. 10 While both original and practical in its reasoning, Robson's reading of the tarn as a place that 'provides, in both its topography and its legends … in essence, a famous local murder spot ' (2000: 225) concentrates almost entirely on the humanness of the figure that rises from the lake to lament and prophesy to Guinevere and Gawain.
Yet the connections between this character and the tarn, I would argue, run deeper than that between a corpse and its watery grave. Indeed, since the figure that rises from the tarn identifies itself as Guinevere's mother, and thus a queen in her own right, her burial was almost certainly not located in the tarn itself (although the text does not clarify). The ghost's description of herself as ' [w] ith Lucyfer in a lake logh am I light ' (Anon., 1995: 183 [l. 164] ), furthermore, suggests that the tarn provides a portal to Hell, emphasizing the otherworldly nature of the apparition (Haught, 2010:
10-11). 11 What, then, are readers to make of this spiritually condemned queen rising from a space other than her presumably royal grave, walking out of the spiritual world and onto the recognizably familiar shore of the tarn?
It is this confluence of factors that makes the figure of Guinevere's undead mother so fascinating from an ecocritical perspective. In this episode, the text combines the royal figure common to many memento mori narratives with a waterscape that audiences are invited to read as simultaneously otherworldly and familiar.
Permeating the description of the ghost's decomposing body with naturalistic (if also symbolically significant) details and metaphors, the poem's details transform Guinevere's mother into an anthropomorphized embodiment of the tarn itself.
Bizarrely, the tarn becomes a sort of mother figure, giving birth to a daughter that 10 One of the most enduring legends regarding the tarn is that of ringing church bells sounding from a town sunk beneath its surface. On this story, see Cox (1974) . Hanna (1970: 180- people also were-queens could be identified with "land", "people", "nation", their liminality serving the very principle of identity, of the invulnerability rather than the vulnerability of the body of the realm' (Fradenburg, 1991: 252) . For an investigation of how the ghost's gender makes the court's dismissal of its uniquely synchronic perspective on history 'that much easier to accomplish', see Haught (2010: 17, and throughout). 13 Kelly's study considers the geographic and cultural space of the tarn from the medieval period to the modern moment, where it exists as ' a dry cultivated field, rich in organic material precisely because it was once swampy ' (2016: 260) , with focused considerations of how some passages from the poem fit into the broader narrative of loss associated with the tarn over time (especially considering it is now physically gone). As she puts it, '[i]n this essay, I turned an ecological eye on a story that is not about the natural world at all but is instead an invented tale about King Arthur in which the natural world is simply named and never described ' (2016: 261) . My reading, then, seeks to expand upon this approach by considering further how the poem may encode medieval ways of thinking about, and living in, the natural world. 14 Identifying a similar effect in the poem, Phillips instead ascribes it to the baptismal, liturgical and theological focus of the poem, positing that '[s]eparate events and separate times seem telescoped together, the same forces at work in each. This corresponds to the ways in which in its non-theological areas the poem conflates and collapses our sense of past, present and future: the encounter of mother and daughter presents a mirror of both Guenevere's future and the ghost's past; the ghost's fall from former glory foreshadows Arthur's and Gawain's future falls ... These forays backwards and forwards in history, together with the eschatological and liturgical motifs, make the whole narrative ... into a multum in parvo: the short tale contains within it the great dramas of its characters' fates, in this world and the next ' (1989: 56) . Hanna (1970: 289-90 ) reads the stanza form as informing the audience of the poem's march towards the future while simultaneously evoking how Guinevere is trapped in its present. I add to this discussion by examining how an ability to reach outside of time could be Richmond: Fluid Boundaries in The Awntyrs off Arthure and Sir Isumbras 9 stability. Speaking of Laȝamon's Brut, Christopher Cannon has argued 'that the land's stability through time comes to be its most important characteristic, as if its principal use and interest to people was to remain unchanged through continuous waves of human happening ' (2007: 53) . In Awntyrs, the prophetic figure of Guinevere's mother demonstrates a conception of landscape that combines this timelessness, which associates the tarn with the spiritual realm(s), with human divisions of God's creation into legally definable segments of ownable or exchangeable property. The natural land and water emerge as composite identities that encompass and exceed the human attempts to categorize and possess them-a point that may be further highlighted by the anger, fear, and violent acts that arise in the second half of the poem's arguments over the possession of landed properties. Thus, in addition to the implicit criticisms of imperialist colonization analysed at length by other scholars, the tarn-figure of the poem's initial movement suggests that the land (and its bodies of water) in fact point back to the unity of creation. This theme of union is ignored only at one's peril-a lesson that, famously, the Arthurian court is fated to learn through experience.
Emerging from, and in a sense incorporating this water-based biome, is the investigating the line as a pun that could curse either the apparition's own body or the body she bore while alive (Guinevere), laying the focus of the text thereby on Guinevere's problematic status as a mother. She also argues that 'this cursing of the body she bore while alive suggests the importance of an awareness of time and experience that extends beyond the present' (Haught, 2010: 9), a reading that correlates with the significance I think this scene attaches to the role of the tarn itself both within and beyond history. 17 Klausner (1972: 318) also notes the parallel descriptions of sounds between Guinevere and her mother here, although he suggests a light, perhaps comic tone for this part of the scene that I do not see. Nearly every modern reader has noted some aspect of connection between mother and daughter, usually on the basis of the mother's suffering for adultery, and the parallel role of Guinevere as Lancelot's lover (although the romance is carefully silent regarding this latter part of the Arthurian myth). See for instance Robson, who posits that 'the two female characters are, to many intents and purposes, identical ' (2000: 231) . In this view, she expands upon Spearing Agayn the grisly goost Sir Gawayn is gone;
He rayked oute at a res, for he was never drad.
Drad was he never, ho so right redes. This description presents a natural, corpse-like counterpoint to the opening description of Guinevere (Anon., 1995: 178 [ll. 14-26] ) in that the text emphasizes how the apparition is 'uncomly cladde': that is, covered in clay, toads, and serpents, 19 and, 'bare' of skin, left 'blak to the bone'. While definitely reminiscent, as Robson argues, of a decaying human body, the apparition simultaneously embodies a hybrid character composed of both human and environmental elements. In effect, the a reflection of much more naturalistic understandings of human conceptions of, and relationships to, the tarn as a real-world, experienced place. 19 Reading the toads symbolically, Phillips notes that '[t]he toads and serpents in the Awntyrs thus have complex ancestry: they belong to the memento mori tradition, demonstrating dissolution of the corpse; they may also reflect tales and exempla of "Adulterous Mother" type, where toads and serpents symbolize illicit kisses and illegitimate children; but they also clearly represent the fiends of Hell who, held at bay by baptism, have reclaimed the sinner ' (1989: 51) . This passage is also cited by Robson (2000: 227) . For more on the associations of serpents (often to past lovers) and toads (often to illegitimate children) in the 'Adulterous Mother' tradition, see also Klausner (1972: 311-4) .
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apparition here becomes a 'tarn-woman': literally, she is composed of the physical and aesthetic components of the tarn-clay, serpents, toads, 'black' rot and shadowslayered atop, and woven throughout, a human skeleton. To an audience familiar with the environment of a tarn, the association is clear. These physical characteristics, of course, also carry connotations of spiritual significance evoking sins and the denizens of Hell. The figure of death, then, becomes a vehicle for contemplating the human relationship with the local landscape and the spiritual realms beneath it; and the space of the tarn provides the perfect environment for all of these elements to be made readily 'visible' to the human viewer, as a medium both semi-transparent (unlike the hard earth) and simultaneously alien (as a liquid, constantly in motion). Even the sounds that the figure emits echo those of the tarn's own water, particularly in the context of a vicious hailstorm: 'Hit stemered, hit stonayde, hit stode as a stone,/[h]it marred, hit memered, hit mused for madde ' (Anon., 1995: 181 [ll. 109-10] ). Yet the figure also 'stode as a stone' and 'stonayde', details that call to mind (either by simile or homophony) the still stones glimpsed within and through the water of the tarn. In her appearance, sounds, and movements, then, the apparition anthropomorphically embodies the human experience of the tarn come alive.
An extension of the body of water, an anthropomorphized symbol of a specific space that is simultaneously 'naturally' and ' culturally' defined, this figure of the 'tarn-woman' exemplifies the tension inherent in human conceptions of the physical world. Overflowing the shore of the tarn, the ghost haunts not only the tarn itself, but the surrounding woodlands as well: 'I mot walke on my wey thorgh this wilde wode/
[i]n my wonyngstid in wo for to welle ' (Anon., 1995: 187 [ll. 315-6] ). Her presence thus extends our attention to the surrounding woodlands detailed in the poem's opening hunt, while also evoking the sense of a tarn's surrounding environment, where the substance (and often the smell) of the water might seep into the surrounding forest.
The shores of smaller bodies of water often change in such ways, leaving boggy or swampy ground around them. Clearly, landscape and landholdings are primary constituent elements, in the tarnwoman's ' eyes', of human wealth and cultural prestige. 22 As Kelly (2016: 246) posits, himself in the poem calls out the apparition's role in muddying such boundaries; when he first addresses the ghost, he charges her, in the name of Christ, to 'sei me the sothe whether thou shalle, /[a]nd whi thou walkest thes wayes the wodes within ' (Anon., 1995: 182 [ll. 135-6] ). His words draw attention to the importance of the tarn-figure's breaching of the distinctions between spiritual and worldly realms, along with her passage from the water onto the land, especially as he asks her, in effect, 'where are you going?' 21 As Lowe notes, 'the ghost is a representative of both the hellish and heavenly forces, and her function is complemented by the material world', since she ' acts as the symbol of the reality that underlies worldly vanity; her history serves as a negative guideline to proper behavior, made explicit in her instructive speech ' (1980: 214, 218) . I argue that the tarn itself, through its association with the ghost, comes to perform some similar roles, and casts real-life waterscapes as direct connections to such supernatural realms and levels of signification. sold-or, as here, "lost"-and Guinevere's mother 'grieves her losses even after death' (Kelly, 2016: 246) . She later adds that Guinevere's mother, her remains blackened, is an image of the melancholic, 'practicing a kind of mimesis through her recitation of places and pleasures no longer hers', recitations that ' are not cathartic enough, it seems, to move her out of melancholy ' (2016: 262) . While this reading insightfully reveals a sense of emotional attachment to land, particularly through the idea that here 'natural places are experienced-that is, made intelligible-as possessions' or ' commodities' (2016: 246, emphasis in the original), I posit that the poem also continues to consider the tarn-space, and the figure of Guinevere's mother as a result, as an emissary from the divine realms of prophecy beneath the natural world. The poem thus highlights the limitations to thinking of the natural world as a collection of 'possessions' or properties.
Even elements of 'wilder' topography are combined through alliteration with explicitly or implicitly political designations of human power over landscape and space, as ' cragges' and ' clowes' gain mention only alongside ' castelles' and ' contreyes'. This last, indeed, is particularly interesting in terms of its ambiguity, referring as it could to 'lands' in general, to political organizations of territory like kingdoms or duchies, or to the inhabitants of the land. 24 Using such a term, the apparition above. Intriguingly, the apparition also foretells such a fate for Gawain himself, telling him that '[i]n a slake thou shal be slayne ' (Anon., 1995: 187 [l. 298] ), while prophesying that Arthur himself will also be wounded and his Round Table destroyed '[u] ppon Cornewayle coost ' (Anon., 1995: 187 [l. 301] ). Additionally, she observes earlier that, on account of the fact that Arthur 'is to covetous, …/[h]e shal light ful lowe on the sesondes ' (Anon., 1995: 186 [ll. 265, 268] ). Pointing to the former instance, Lowe notes that the 'slake' in which Gawain is destined to die refers to ' a hollow in a mudbank ' (1980: 216) , while the MED suggests the possible meaning of ' a shoal, mud flat' based on its use in the Alliterative Morte Arthure; see MED, slak (n.[2]). Death (particularly for Arthur's court), then, is tied to watersides by the apparition herself, causing the audience to reflect further on the tarn's background storm also helps to emphasize the liminality of the tarn-space relative to human control, causing Arthur, Guinevere, Gawain, and the rest of the hunting party to scatter before its onslaught, as '[t] hay ranne faste to the roches, for reddoure of the raynne/[f]or the sneterand snawe snartly hem snelles ' (Anon., 1995: 180 [ll. 81-2] ). Such a moment is precisely when the human characters are forced to admit the limits of their own control, and face the multifaceted tensions that compose their concept of the tarn-space. On the one hand, then, this tarn exists alongside the romance itself as an experienced space that determines a culturally-fixed range of associations evoked by its name. In addition to its noted association with Arthurian adventures, this lake was, for instance, known both in medieval times and ' as late as the 18th-century for the value of its carp' (Allen, 2004: 192) . 27 Indeed, registers of the late 13th-century record innumerable legal battles over the rights to its rich fish resources (Cox, 1974: 130) . 28 The tarn thus carries a layer of economic significance; its value in terms of producing fish for both consumption and exchange. It also invites human visitors to think of acts associated with this register of interpretation for the tarn, for example fishing or, as in the Awntyrs, hunting. Moreover, the tarn provided a common resting point for travelers heading to and from Scotland bearing trade goods (Allen, 2004: 192 Allen (2004: 192, n. 31 ) notes this fact, drawn from Hutchinson (1794: 491). 28 Cox explains further that 'not only was Inglewood renowned for its game in the Middle Ages but also for the excellent fishing resources of the tarn, a fact conspicuous from the numerous litigations over fishing rights ' (1974: 130) . He specifically points to a case record from the 13th year of the reign of Edward I (c. 1285).
if not the, largest forest(s) in England at the time-the tarn also serves as a reminder of the immediate presence of the natural world, pointing to the human-managed 29 yet not human-made environments that underpin economic endeavor, and thus to human reliance on that supra-human world.
Moving in this direction leads us to yet another layer of signification embodied by the tarn: the perceived 'timelessness' of the natural world, evoked especially by the tarn-woman's prophetic warnings. Constant human traffic-fishermen, hunters, drovers, and brigands-points to the (again, perceived) unchanging permanence of the tarn-space itself. Human beings, caught in the 'narrative' of historical time, come and go; but the tarn remains. Water and land endure, beyond the constraints that human squabbles over property ownership attempt to (re)inscribe in the poem's second half. In this way, the tarn embodies the omnipresent of the divine represented in the physical world-a world that, of course, will itself ultimately be stripped away at Judgment Day. This last point, then, links up again with the account so many associations with the materials and sufferings of the tortured in Hell. Considering these sedimentary layers of meaning, then, it makes sense that the tarn would become embodied as an undead woman, for the tarn itself is both within and without human, historical time, a physical reality separate from human bodies that is nevertheless experienced through the multiple lenses of economic, cultural, and lived significance. Simultaneously known and unknowable, the tarn-woman becomes a microcosm of nature itself, and yet one that remains specific in space and place, in concordance with the text's decidedly regional, political perspective. Thompson (1993 ), Braswell (1965 ), and Mehl (1968 . 
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As a corollary to these central concerns, however, the romance presents a relationship between narrative progression and conceptions of water. Appearing in the forms of a river, the 'Grykkyssche see ' (Anon., 2006: 15 [l. 194] ), 36 and ' a wellestrem' (Anon., 2006: 23 [l. 512] ), water in this text serves to separate the core family in which the main story motif is that of "The Man Tried by Fate", which try the sufferer's faith in a manner akin to Job'. On the topoi of being cast adrift at sea and the roles of seashores in such narratives, see the discussion in n. 42, below. 34 The second quote is cited by Manion (2010: 73) as well. 35 Radulescu's mapping of this romance's variants onto 15th-century political contexts builds from the basis that 'the topic of a landowner or temporal ruler suffering for various sins, including that of pride, was one likely to find an audience eager to discuss abuses in local and central government and rulers' lack of interest in the welfare of their subjects or retainers ' (2013: 69) . Of course, Radulescu charts and cause suffering, as well as provide recognition of, and reward for, that suffering and loneliness. Extensions of the divine mandate with which the text begins, these bodies of water betray a sincere medieval anxiety about the status of rivers and seas as spaces that isolate the suffering individual. Ever-rushing and powerful, the strength of this water will inevitably overwhelm any human hero who relies primarily upon his corporeal strength. Once Isumbras has learned to seek his strength beyond the realms of this life, however, water ceases to obstruct him, becoming powerless before the advance of the enlightened individual. Indeed, the last significant body of water in the romance, a well, provides the space alongside which Isumbras is finally forgiven his arrogant trespass by a merciful angel, and where he is recognized as a reformed, appropriately pious hero. Water, then, becomes inextricably associated with divine will: an obstacle or threat at first, but, when acknowledged and submitted to, a source of comfort and spiritual refreshment. A baptismal metaphor, though latent in this text, is clearly implicated.
Yet, beyond reinforcing a traditional reading of Isumbras as a redemption narrative, the bodies of water demonstrate some uniquely intriguing elements. First, the initial two bodies of water, as mentioned above, deconstruct the human family unit. Spiritual purification, they emphasize, is an experience that fundamentally separates the penitent from other humans. 37 For instance, fleeing their destroyed home, Isumbras and his family 'kome by a water kene,/[t]her over they wolde fayn have bene./Thenne was her kare the more ' (Anon., 2006: 14 [ll. 160-2] ). The description of the 'kene' river evokes two things here: one, that its role is to separate one from desire, and two, that it will increase 'kare'. The river accomplishes these two roles by exerting its superior strength over human bodies, forcing Isumbras to carry his family across one by one, and then to watch helplessly as, while he crosses, wild animals steal away each child that he has left on the far bank (Anon., 2006: 15 [ll. 163-80] Hopkins (1990: 129) . My reading, however, adds a focus on the context of the seashore to understanding this scene.
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The appearance of these unknown ships once again casts the sea as a space full of unpredictable dangers. As with the earlier river, so too does the sea only increase their 'kare'. But, while Isumbras was able to overcome the river at least partially by brute strength, the sea, we shall soon see, utterly defeats him. Another conception of personal identity must be sought before Isumbras can properly meet the sea's challenge. (Fowler, 2000: 107, 116; Sikorska, 2014: 50) . 40 Refusing to enter into the sailors' service, Isumbras begs for food from the Saracen Sultan, who, struck by the beauty of Isumbras' wife, demands that the protagonist sell her. Having refused to relinquish his wife to the Sultan:
The gold upon hys mantal they told And to himselff they gan it folde And took hys wyff hym froo.
And sithen on the land they hym casten ' (Anon., 2006: 18 [l. 294]) , the sea provides a means by which they can make good on and protect their gains. Additionally, this scene reveals the violence that saturates the seashore, and inevitably accompanies the separation of the family. This element could reflect a contemporary audience's conception of the sea as a space that necessitated physical endurance and corporeal suffering to traverse successfully, and, whether successfully accomplished or no, the attempt to cross the sea would necessitate the sailor leaving behind his wife and children. Here, of course, the wife is the one taken, emphasizing the dangers-to familial bonds especially-inherent in the arrival of any human beings from across the sea.
Yet alongside this seashore lie the hills wherein Isumbras, through becoming a miner, blacksmith, and then a self-made knight, works his way back up the social hierarchy, an ascent culminating in his traversal of the Greek Sea itself, in order to reclaim his wife and reassemble the family (and future) of his reclaimed aristocratic power. Similar to the self-surrender of the patient sufferer adrift, a character so common to related romances (such as tales of Constance), Isumbras will relinquish his identity and fortune to the whims of the sea (and, thereby, of God) . 42 synne thyn ' (Anon., 2006: 23 [l. 519]) . 44 This site is particularly apt for the receipt of comfort, too, since it is the most domesticated water-source to appear in the poem, and thus reminiscent of the divinely-granted rewards for chastened believers that dot the biblical narrative. The process of recomposing his family or reclaiming a noble identity for himself in this life may thus begin, and, notably, this pro-community conclusion leaves out any more mentions of bodies of water. Isumbras has thus learned the appropriately pious way to transform the terrors of water into the boons of divine mercy-a lesson that ultimately leaves behind the practical fears of the poem's opening half for an image of idealized sacred space available to experience in the realms of fiction alone: that place ' across the sea'.
In Isumbras and Awntyrs, waterscapes emerge as spaces that ask their late medieval audiences to question the malleability of human identity, and to consider humanity's place within God's broader creation as embodied by the natural world. The frequency with which shore scenes begin with or lead to the threat of murder, abduction, separation, or even encounters with messengers from beyond the grave points to concerns with economic and moral consequences that these fantastical narratives cannot seem to escape. Instead of obscuring such anxieties, then, waterside encounters highlight the collection of contradictory meanings that beaches and bodies of water held for the authors and audiences of Middle English romance. Shores, beaches, and banks thus present the clash between human desirefor profit and property-and fear of the alien, uncontrollable fluids of the non-human world.
